378.014.6(497.5) Izvorni znanstveni rad Primljeno: 15. 1. 2018.
INTRODUCTION
The importance of academic quality is featured in the documents which, on the European level, regulate the question of quality assurance in higher education (ENQA, 2015) . In the systems of quality assurance, the stakeholders have an indisputable role.
Considering the quality of education from their own perspective, stakeholders develop a variety of external quality evaluation systems in order to capture, evaluate and present the quality of the institution. In higher education, quality is an ambivalent and value-burdened term (Harvey & Green, 1993; Maguire & Gibbs, 2013) and therefore sought to be more precisely defined through its evaluation procedures. Due to this reason, the concept of quality that is promoted through valuation should be analysed and defined with regard to stakeholders in the system of higher education and science, meaning: potential students, students, institutions, employees at higher education institutions, employers and financers (Blanco-Ramírez & Berger, 2014; Choy & Lidstone, 2011; Urbanovič & Wilkins, 2013) .
Defining and analysing instruments, primarily evaluation, which are used to implement quality policies in higher education, occur in most cases in parallel with the attempt to define them (Van Vught & Westerheijden, 1994) . The models of external evaluation of the quality of higher education institutions consist of indicators measuring the input, the process and the output. The choice of indicators is based on the specifics of the national system, the quality model and, ultimately, on the availability of information (Chalmers, 2008; Killen, 2000) , depending on the agent and objectives to be achieved. This clearly links the quality assurance procedures with the desired results of the quality assurance policy.
The reference literature which was used as a starting point for this research includes (Harvey & Green, 1993) dimensions that define that academic quality through its characteristics: quality as excellence, quality in accordance with standards, quality as a fit of purpose, quality as being important financially and quality as a transformation. All these categories of quality include a wide spectrum of various interpretations, featuring its relevant characteristics and the basics which can be defined through its goals. Alongside the research framework that defines quality, the focus of the work is on the actual aspects of valuation and goals of the procedures of external quality assurance (Filippakou, 2011; Harvey & Newton, 2004; Van Kemenade, Pupius, & Hardjono, 2008) . Maguire and Gibbs (2013) recommend a theoretical framework for describing quality that positions quality as a "lens of truth" in various theoretical directions: the correspondence theory, the coherence theory, the pragmatic theory, the constructive theory and the consensus theory. The perspective for this research represents a pragmatic theory which highlights the utilitarian picture and the definition of quality, especially through the "fit for purpose" approach.
In systems where the goals of the policies of quality are clearly highlighted, they are evident in the results that they want to achieve through the methods themselves. In contrast, in systems where these goals are not pre-defined, clear to all stakeholders and evident in the procedures of external evaluation of quality in higher education, the area becomes open for possible disadvantages, overlapping and misinterpretation.
Given that there are no single nor common policy objectives of academic quality, apart from the declarative level, the aim of this research is to map the dimensions of the quality of public universities in Croatia as perceived by stakeholders. Based on the comparison of the quality indicators in public universities' evaluations carried out by three major stakeholders, this study is focusing on the following questions: Are there any discrepancies or overlapping in the quality evaluations of public universities? Are they output-oriented, which is an objective in the European, but also in the Croatian context?
THE QUALITY ASSURANCE CONTEXT IN EUROPE AND CROATIA
In the European context, quality evaluation in higher education is linked to its massification and has had a propulsive expansion in the last twenty years. Higher education becomes more heterogeneous in terms of the diversity of institutions, students and teachers, changes in the relationship between higher education institutions and state administration bodies (from the model of state control to the model of state supervision), the increasing role of market regulation, increased institutional autonomy and the lack of trust in universities (de Sousa Santos, 2006) . At first, external evaluation has the role of a mechanism for securing minimum academic quality (accreditation), and after some time, only the role of accreditation in the evaluation is lost and various tools are introduced to improve the institutions' performance. Their starting point is financing and sometimes, the comparison of the performance of the institutions.
With the development of competitive ranking systems, the role of external valuation of institutions and programmes is changing -the effects of institutions are increasingly quantified and compared, and the impact of the procedures and measures is valorised (Tavares, Sin, Videira, & Amaral, 2016) . From this perspective, the institutions are exposed to an increasing amount of valuation in order to demonstrate their public responsibility and on the other hand, they question the real ef-fects of these procedures on improving quality at an institutional and systemic level (Stensaker & Leiber, 2015) .
Focusing on the performance of institutions is becoming more and more the discourse in evaluating the quality of study programmes, amongst other things, and through the European Commissions' policies (Stensaker & Leiber, 2015) . This is evident from the increasing role of qualifications frameworks and attention to learning outcomes expressed at the European level (Beerkens, 2015) .
The outcome-based approach is based on measuring educational effectiveness in terms of the time spent and the student achievements, as outcomes which are the difference in society made by the outputs. Outcomes are not specifically measured in the Croatian higher education system and in this study, we focus on outputs, as their existence is a prerequisite for effective outcomes. Outputs as units of analysis are trying to capture what is really important and also place a focus on the results of the process that are not burdened with the mechanisms of the process itself. When further elaborating the reflexions of the outcome-based approach in Croatian higher education, it is important to highlight the context of the size of the education system in which it is taking place. According to its structure, Croatian higher education is binary and encompasses university and professional studies. It comprises slightly less than 1,300 study programmes, most of them university study programmes, in 81% of cases performed at public universities. 1 The number of students in the higher education system is around 195,000 students. Comparing to the other European higher education systems, the Croatian system is small, heterogeneous and rather centralised. It includes 125 higher education institutions -8 public universities, 2 private universities, 67 faculties and academies, 3 private polytechnics, 12 public polytechnics, 23 private colleges and 3 public colleges. The quality assurance system began as an element of European integration, but it has outgrown that framework and has become a mechanism for assessing the accountability of the public higher education institutions. The shift of quality assessment as a tool for improvement, noted in Croatia in the period 2003-2009 through the establishment of a national accreditation authority, the Agency for Science and Higher Education (ASHE), whose evaluations explicitly follow the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) and has been registered on the EQAR since 2011, followed the revision of the former system for external assessment of the quality of programmes and institutions. In that period, the quality assurance system was concerned with ensuring minimum conditions with a strong emphasis on input indicators (number and rank of teachers in the study programmes) and the process (do- cumentation and internal quality assurance systems), however, the government directs quality assurance policies through a strategic shift in higher education and science based on output indicators.
The current quality assurance framework consists of: a) internal quality assurance procedures and practices through which academic institutions control and improve the quality of their activities, b) an external and independent periodic assessment that is primarily focused on the institutional strengthening of the capacities of higher education institutions, c) accreditation for starting a higher education programme and/or an institution, d) re-accreditation as a dominant process of evaluation and assessment of the quality of existing programmes and institutions, e) the thematic evaluation aimed at reviewing the state of the system of higher education with regard to the specific topic to be examined.
The procedures for external assessment of the quality of higher education institutions are compulsory for all higher education institutions in Croatia and are conducted by the national agency, the Agency for Science and Higher Education (ASHE).
In the relatively new system of quality assurance, along with the existence of clear and transparent procedures for external evaluation and the publication of their results, the goals of these procedures remain unclear and are differently understood by the stakeholders. It is quite understandable that all stakeholders do not have the same goals and expectations of the external valuation procedures that they carry out, but the deviations in their claimed goals provide a further warning alongside the quality indicators in the valuation tools that are supposed to achieve them. To the best of our knowledge, such an analysis of the quality perception of the higher education system by different stakeholders on a national level, is not performed by other members of the EU. The reason behind this might be the size and the complexity of the higher education system which, in contrast to the Croatian centralised system of quality control, does not allow for exact comparison amongst the stakeholders. The only exemption is the research of Udam and Heidmets (2013) , whose results are quite different from ours.
Finally, a possible common starting point for its harmonisation with this internationally up-to-date European trend will be presented. This policy debate aims to highlight policymakers, all stakeholders and the need to set clear objectives of quality policies in higher education as well as contribute to its synchronisation.
SAMPLE AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
In Croatia, in addition to the formal quality assurance system (stipulated by the Law on Quality Assurance in Science and Higher Education (OG 45/09)), there are other forms of external evaluation of higher education institutions and scientific institutes covered by regulatory documents, for different purposes -for example, to determine the status of an institution or its government funding, elections, etc. The results of these evaluations directly affect the quality of public universities and institutions and/or the programme development.
The engagement of stakeholders is presented through Clark's model (Clark, 1983) , which is based on the relationship between the three major stakeholders -academia, government and the market (represented by quality assurance agencies). These are the stakeholders who have the most important roles in the quality assurance policies:
The government -this includes government, ministries and local government, and in this specific case, represents the ministry and parliamentary body (national council) responsible for higher education and science.
The academy -representatives of the academic community -professors, lecturers, deans, heads, institute directors, other heads of institutions and quality assurance units.
The agency -the agency is independent of government administration and university autonomy (Santiago & Carvalho, 2012) . The government agencies, in the Croatian context, represent end-users (students and parents) in negotiations with competitive higher education providers (Rosa & Amaral, 2007) , especially in higher education systems that resemble quasimarkets (Santiago & Carvalho, 2012) .
The first set of data consists of documents that are defined by the government for the different needs of the institution or programme quality evaluation in order to regulate their status. The second set consists of documents published by public universities in order to improve their own quality. The third set of data refers to documents whose purpose is to directly "measure" the quality of higher education institutions, provided by the quality assurance agency.
For the purpose of the analysis and comparison of all three sets of data, a qualitative document analysis method was used (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007) based on text coding (Bowen, 2006) . In the field of higher education research, this methodology represents one of the three most commonly used methods, as derived from Tight's (Tight, 2013) analysis of the methodological frameworks in the field of higher education research as a multidisciplinary field.
The results of their comparisons will be discussed through the "fit for purpose" theoretical approach, presented as an in-tegral part of Harvey's Analytical Framework (Harvey, 2006) of the relationship between quality and standard. Decisions on grants for study costs for full-time first-year students at public higher education institutions in the Republic of Croatia (MSE, 2012) The contents of the indicators within these two samples are coded by the researcher assigning them a numerical value (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) to facilitate operationalisation. The indicators used in these sets of data -strategic documents and evaluations carried out within the framework of the existing quality assurance system are coded according to the content and in relation to the input-process-output indicator matrix (Chalmers, 2008; Ghurchian, Jafari, & Rahgozar, 2010; Udam & Heidmets, 2013) .
The content of each individual document is analysed by reference to the orientation of the content of the indicator according to the matrix: input-process-output in Table 2 . If there is an index of contents that are relevant to one of the groups within the given matrices, the indicator gains value 1, and if this correlation link does not exist, then the value 0 is assigned. The "not applicable" mark is for those indicators that are not relevant to the quality evaluation of the institution and the study programme. The most common are the measures that need to be implemented at the national higher education level and cannot be used to evaluate the quality of an individual study programme or higher education institution.
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The value of 1 input data is allocated if the indicators within the mentioned document value student, teaching and financial resources. Process 1 is assigned value 1 if the evaluation indicators within the analysed document are relevant to the functioning of the institution, the teaching process, and the interaction of participants in these processes. Value 1 is assigned to outputs for those indicators that relate to short--term and long-term results, such as the number of graduates, scientific publications, and similar ( Table 2) .
The coding table for sample analysis is composed by categorising the valuation indicators with regard to their content orientation, to one of the groups within the input-process--output indicator matrix (Table 2) .
Finally, we compared the weighted average of each input, process and output indicators for each of the analysed stakeholder groups. Given that this is a very heterogeneous group of documents, with a different number of indicators, the percentages in their total number are taken into account. 
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Methodological constraints
This method is based on indirect researchers' observations of the documents and the lack of interaction between the researchers in writing, which reduces bias and subjectivity. Subjectivity has been further mitigated by a predetermined and solid analytical framework (matrix) as well as the inability of researchers to influence the authors of analysed documents. Reliability was sought from the size of the sample -although it is a relatively small number of documents, all documents in the national higher education system are represented, which indirectly and directly measure and value the quality of public universities.
The limitations of this study relate to the representation of the components and programmes of public universities in the sample, as the research did not include other higher education institutions in the system (private universities, private and public polytechnics and colleges). According to the percentage of students, teachers and study programmes in the total number, about 17% of the system is not affected by this research.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Government regulatory framework
The Strategy of Education, Science and Technology of the Government of the Republic of Croatia (CP, 2014) which, apart from the majority of the guidelines, also contains indicators of its implementation. A text section that does not include quality indicators was not subject to content analysis. Through that document, it declaratively promotes the quality enhancement the of higher education and science systems, mainly based on student competencies and the quality of the staff structure, however, most of the cases refer to the processes (30 indicators) and evaluation of activities at higher education institutions and scientific institutions ( The analysis of the indicators was performed according to general and specific objectives, and the encoding constraint makes it impossible to classify the non-applicable implementation indicators in the input-process-output matrix ( Table 2) . The performance indicators of the higher education institution for its funding significantly give weight to processes (9, or 64%), the input data (3, or 21%) and the output (2, or 14%). Although the institutions of higher education have chosen the indicators to be used, this analysis has included all the indicators and shows that the most prominent area in which the institution's performance is measured is its functioning and its internal organisation that is presented through process indicators.
Indicators of long-term institutional funding have different weight ratios (ranging from 5, or 60%) but are unique in their content orientation, primarily on the output (4, or 67%). The evaluation system for financial allocation for scientific activity is the only output-oriented policy document. This type of evaluation system is uniquely focused on the indicators of scientific production as the dominant indicators of the quality of scientific institutions, including universities that are engaged in scientific activity.
The minimum requirements for higher education activities, just like the procedures covered by the legal framework whose purpose is to ensure quality, relate only to the evaluation of the input data (inputs) (6 or 100%) for the purpose of providing good prerequisites for the study programme or the functioning of higher education institutions.
Looking at the policy documents cumulatively, from the aspect of distributing individual indicators through the input-process-output matrix, their dispersion revealed a poor focus on the balance of input, process and output indicators. Although some of the documents are weighted by input (Minimum Conditions for Higher Education and Science and Technology Strategy), or outputs (Programme Contracts -Science, Criteria for Evaluating Scientific Organisations and Rulebooks for selection in scientific titles), each of the analysed documents encompasses the process evaluation. A prominent process (with more than 50%) evaluates strategic documents and documents relevant to the allocation of financial resources to public universities.
The shift in education whose quality is perceived through the process and input towards output-based education, the aims of which are contained in policy documents and legal solutions, is not adequately reflected through the indicators of the evaluation and promotion of output quality within the existing (analysed) documents. 
Documents published by the academia
This set of analysed data comprises performance indicators developed by the universities in order to track their own performance. In most analysed cases, they are contained in two different documents -the Quality Assurance Handbook, which facilitates the evaluation of the internal quality assurance system, and the criteria adopted by public universities for self--accreditation of study programmes. The most significant percentages of input indicators are found in the documents of the University of Zagreb (0.45) and the University of Split (0.27). The highest percentage of output indicators belong to the University of Pula (0.33) and the University of Rijeka (0.23) ( Table 4 ).
The focus of the academia's evaluation is the process (the total number of indicators is 138, with an average percentage of 66). The number of these indicators is almost three times higher than the input (40) and output (42) indicators. The weighted average of output is slightly higher (0.28) than the input indicator (0.26) ( Table 4 ).
The public universities themselves evaluate their quality based on the quality of the process, and their processes are based on indicators that directly influence the evaluation and improvement of activities that are taking place there -teaching and learning, societal roles, and to a lesser extent the research process. It seems that, by regulating and measuring improvements within their own quality system, public universities are trying to raise their level of quality, however, such a qualitative approach to quality assessment could ultimately result in a high amount of administrative burden on staff and teachers.
Principles and criteria for the assessment of the quality of the institution and/or programme (Agency as a regulator) in the external quality assurance procedures
According to the input-process-output matrix (Table 2) , 6 indicators (55%) within the documents for evaluation of public scientific institutes are directed to output (scientific production), while the least of them involve the process (2, or 18%). The distribution of indicators in Table 5 shows that the indicators of the process categories have the highest percentage in the overall quality assessment of the doctoral programmes performed at universities (27, or 79%) . They include teaching processes and institutional quality improvement mechanisms. The output indicators for the evaluation of doctoral studies are represented in only 3 indicators. Documents containing the quality assessment indicators have based the decision that is made on the quality of a higher education institution and its programmes. The ratio of quality indicators in these documents has been almost constant over the years and is based on the process of quality assessment that makes it the highest percentage in quality assurance (27, or 53%) . The input (15, or 29%) ratio is slightly greater than the output (9, or 18%).
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The quality assurance approach that is implemented by the Agency is largely based on the monitoring and evaluation of process indicators. This approach is based on checking the existence and functioning of mechanisms for evaluating and improving the quality of the research and teaching process. Evaluating the quality of outputs that teachers and students achieve through research and teaching processes, is currently not sufficiently represented as an incentive for higher education institutions to achieve results that are visible in the international context.
In the documents of different stakeholders, the results show that the perceptions and measurements of public university quality are similar. From the viewpoint of the government, quality is largely represented by processes at higher education institutions (15, or 51%), then by inputs (7, or 36%), and very little by outputs (2.5, or 13%). These indicators are aimed at regulating the field of higher education through the impact on the processes within them.
Public universities perceive their quality through evaluation of the process (10, or 66%), however, a little advantage is given to the number of output indicators (3.13, or 21%) compared to the input indicators (2.56, or 26%). 
TABLE 5
Number of indicators (and percentages) in the principles and criteria for the assessment of the quality of the institution and/or programme in the external quality assurance procedures according to the input--process-output matrix
The external evaluations carried out by the quality assurance agency are strongly focused on the process (15, 50, or 65%), input (6, or 26%) , and ultimately the output (4.50, or 28%).
Comparison of the indicators of all stakeholders (differences and overlapping)
The results in Table 6 show a marked overlap in the indicators' content ranging in average from 3.33 to 4.67. According to the importance of indicators, teacher and student mobility are categories evaluated in the documents of all stakeholders. Strategic plans and their elaboration are also of the highest importance (4.33), as well as some of the input indicators (number and qualifications of researchers and terms of enrolment in the higher education institution). The output indicators that are of high importance are the employability rate of graduate students (4.33), the number of scientific publications (4.33), learning outcomes of graduate students (4.00) and transfer of technology (4.00).
Most of the process performance indicators are related to the quality of student experience and tracking their progress (i.e. student support, teaching and research monitoring mechanisms, procedures for monitoring the quality of study programmes, physical resources and teaching aids, etc.).
The indicators of the process that are represented by frequency in all the analysed evaluations show the importance of their measurement in all evaluations. They are of a quantitative nature and are therefore easier to measure and present. The output indicators, although small in number, are represented in all the evaluations.
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The government, to a greater extent than other stakeholders, by controlling the input (number and qualifications of teachers and physical resources) is trying to influence the quality of education. However, putting the focus on the processes and activities that take place at public universities for the purpose of granting financial resources results in a misbalance in relation to other activities related to the threefold role of public universities in society (teaching and learning, scientific activity and societal role).
On the other hand, efforts related to outcome-based education are seen in the frequency analysis of the occurrence of outcome-related indicators. Although few, the outcome indicators are represented in all the evaluations (Table 6 ).
If state-based evaluation systems want to encourage the development of outcome-based education, additional efforts should be made to ensure that the indicators that measure the quality of a higher education institution and programme are focused on what they want to achieve by using these models. These are primarily the higher outputs of the educational and research process. Likewise, in order to stimulate better quality of the scientific component of higher education, quality assessment should include a higher percentage of outputs.
CONCLUSIONS
In the existing quality assurance framework, although declaratively seeking to evaluate the quality through the output, the output indicators occupy a relatively small part of the spectrum of the stakeholders' interest. The potential reasons for such a misbalance could be found in the academic quality evaluation system which is traditionally focused on the number and qualifications of teachers (input), emphasising only the basic assurance of the quality of the teaching process, and also in the inadequate experience regarding the evaluation of academic quality through output indicators.
Returning to the aim of this research, which is to categorise the dimensions of the quality of public universities as perceived by stakeholders, the conclusions are:
• From the aspect of distributing individual indicators in policy documents, the results revealed a poor focus on the balance of input, process and output indicators.
• Each of the analysed strategic documents and documents relevant to the allocation of financial resources to public universities encompasses the process evaluation with more than 50%.
• The shift towards output-based education, which aims are contained in policy documents and legal solutions, is not adequately reflected through indicators.
• Although some current research (Udam & Heidmets, 2013) reveals that different parties' interpretations and expectations for higher education quality differ significantly, this analysis in the Croatian context shows that when measuring the quality of higher education institutions, all stakeholders rely on the evaluation of the process quality as the percentage of indicators that is most significant to almost all tools aimed at measuring the quality of public universities for different purposes.
• According to the importance of indicators, teacher and student mobility are categories that are evaluated in the documents of all stakeholders. Strategic plans and their elaboration are also of the highest importance (4.33), as well as some of the input indicators (number and qualifications of researchers and terms of enrolment in the higher education institution). The output indicators of high importance are the employability rate of graduate students (4.33), the number of scientific publications (4.33), learning outcomes of graduate students (4.00) and transfer of technology (4.00).
• Most of the process performance indicators are related to the quality of student experience and tracking their progress (i.e. student support, teaching and research monitoring mechanisms, procedures for monitoring the quality of study programmes, physical resources and teaching aids, etc.).
The results of this study show similarities in how major stakeholders -government, academia and agencies evaluate and perceive quality. The focus on certain performance segments of public universities through process indicators is likely to have its starting point regarding its effectiveness -the availability and ease of use of the data required to show more quality in those instances. By evaluating the quality of public universities through processes, the results of these interventions are very quickly and clearly visible, as well as their short--term impact -a shift in quality improvement. However, while indirectly affecting processes in public universities, such procedures also affect the perception of their own quality.
An overview of the quality of public universities through the quality of procedures and processes is also present in the European quality assurance framework (ENQA, 2015) . However, considering the quality of public universities, there is a possibility that the quality assurance system focuses on bureaucratic document management and management issues rather than the actual impact on the quality of public universities and, consequently, the quality of the entire system.
Finally, all stakeholders involved in the external evaluations of public universities should put more effort into defining quality and quality evaluation at the national level and its compatibility with international perspectives. In order to promote visibility of Croatian higher education institutions, the output indicators of these inputs, processes and research quality should certainly be more intensively concentrated (in terms of number and weighted average) in the quality assessment systems that will be implemented through the evaluations of public universities.
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